Abstract: Impacted by educational debt and stagnant salaries, the financial viability of a career in veterinary medicine is a growing concern for many within the veterinary profession. Many veterinarians are small business owners, which requires them to learn and practice good business and practice management skills. Despite the recognized importance of business skills to the success of the veterinary profession, training in this area has been historically limited. An important part of practice management skills involves policies and practices surrounding pro-bono and discounted services and products.
INTRODUCTION
The questionable viability of a private veterinary practice is a primary topic of discussion among veterinary professionals in both academia and the field. Part of this equation is the rising cost of veterinary school, which is significantly intensified by the rate of inflation and the resultant educational debt [1] . The median tuition for one year of out-of-state tuition at a United States [US] veterinary school, including fees and living expenses, is $63,000, and for the 90% of 2011 graduates with debt, the mean student debt was $142,613 [2, 3] . At the same time, starting salaries of veterinarians have declined by approximately 13% in the last decade [2] . The mean first year full-time salary for 2013 US veterinary graduates entering private practice was $67,535 [4] . The total amount earned by each year's graduating class has been declining since 2008, largely due to the fact that fewer graduates are able to obtain a job, and necessity to not only be knowledgeable about veterinary medicine, but also business and practice management skills. A veterinary practice is a service business and comes with all the demands that one expects from such an enterprise [10] . Despite the recognized importance of business skills to the success of the veterinary profession, training in this area has historically been quite limited [11] [12] [13] [14] [15] . This deficiency in business acumen has been noted among several studies including a 2009 national survey in which veterinary students were asked to respond to an online basic business concepts 'quiz' [12] . The authors found the overall average quiz 'grade' to be a C-minus [16] .
In response, many veterinary schools have begun offering some type of business management training. Additionally the Veterinary Business Management Association [VBMA] , founded in 2001, has established chapters in each US veterinary school. VBMA, led and managed by veterinary students, offers resources and tools from organizations such as American Animal Hospital Association [AAHA] and American Veterinary Medical Association [AVMA] to help educate students on business related issues [17] . In addition to opportunities within veterinary educational programs, several veterinary organizations offer tools for business owners and students (e.g., AAHA, AVMA, and Veterinary Information Network Inc [VIN] , etc.) [18] [19] [20] . Veterinarians can also access continuing education [CE] courses related to business through many avenues and colleges. There are many critical areas within practice management that are part of a necessary general business education, but the one focused on in the current study is that of providing pro-bono work and discounts.
Public Perception of Veterinarians and Discounted and Pro Bono Work
Veterinarians have long enjoyed a reputation as compassionate, caring, and ethical individuals. Notwithstanding some recent negative press (e.g., a televised 20/20 show suggesting that some veterinarians promote unnecessary tests and procedures) [21] , the veterinary profession consistently rates extremely high in perceived honesty and ethics [22] . It is likely that at least part of this perception comes from the philanthropic nature of many veterinarians who have a desire to give to the people and animals in their community. Although there are many reasons that businesses and professionals within these organizations may choose to discount specific services two overarching categories include the use of discounts as strategic marketing and business tools, and charity or probono work. It is suggested that, similar to lawyers and medical doctors, the practice of discounting veterinary services or providing pro-bono work is expected by at least a segment of the general population and perhaps the veterinary field itself [22, 23] .
In addition to philanthropic reasons for discounting, many companies use discounts as a strategy to build their business or create client loyalty. One type of discounting that has exploded in several service-related industries is the use of social media coupons like Groupon. Research on the effectiveness of Groupon type coupons has suggested that these voucher discounts influence company ratings differently based on type of business being discounted and are not always a positive marketing strategy [24] .
Either through voucher type discounts or more traditional discounting practices, common examples of discounted veterinary services include free or discounted exams to gain new clients or discounted procedures such as dental cleanings in an effort to help motivate clients to start regular preventative care. Products can also be discounted with the intention of encouraging clients to try something new at a minimal risk. This can be especially important since unlike medical doctors, veterinarians are involved with the sale of prescription medications, food, dietary supplements and merchandise. In this way, veterinarians are similar to ophthalmologists, who prescribe and sell glasses. Yet the median ophthalmologist's average salary is significantly higher than that of a veterinarian; $257,000 per year compared to $82,000 [25] .
These financially challenging times necessitate the need to investigate private practitioners' business and marketing strategies and, in particular, how veterinarians are currently employing discounts for both services and products. This study was therefore designed to assess the current practices and beliefs of veterinarians as they relate to discounted services and products.
MATERIALS AND METHODOLOGY
An anonymous survey was distributed through VIN from November 2013-January 2014 to all VIN members. Those members who indicated they were working in private practice were asked to complete the online survey which consisted of basic demographic questions, followed by questions on current practices regarding discounting services and products and participants' views on these practices.
RESULTS
The total number of respondents was 989, of which 963 indicated working in private practice. The majority (936, 97.7%) reported working with small animals (dogs and cats). Over one-half of respondents had been in practice more than 15 years (539; 56.2%), with others reporting 11-15 years (119, 12.4%), 6-10 years (111, 11.6%), 2-5 years (119, 12.4%), and less than 2 years (71, 7.4%) (4 did not respond).
When asked about their current position, the majority (479, 51.2%) indicated being sole owners, followed by (304, 32 Practitioners were asked to report if their clinic discounted services and/or products. The majority (568, 59.0%) reported discounting both services and products while 302 (31.4%) discounted only services, 18 (1.9%) only products and 75 (7.8%) reported that they didn't discount either.
Discounting Services
To assess personal ability to discount, participants were asked if they have the authority to discount either services or products. When queried about services, 870 participants responded, of which 653 (75.1%) reported having full authority to discount, 133 (15.3%) had limited authority or required permission from a senior staff member, 61 (7.0%) did not have the ability to discount, but their clinic had discounting policies and 23 (2.6%) had no ability to discount services.
When those who could discount were asked how frequently they discounted services (n= 847, the largest number reported several times a month (272, 32.2%) or several times a year (264, 31.3%), yet a substantial number discounted several times a week (180, 21.3%) or at least daily (122, 14.5%). Only 6 (0.7%) reported never. The mean percent of discount was 14.2% (SD 11.0), median = 10, mode = 10 (n = 817).
Participants who reported either having full authority or limited authority to determine discounts (n=786), were asked to assess the importance of several factors as they relate to the decision to discount services. These factors included: concern about providing the best care possible for the animal, feeling uncomfortable talking about money, feeling good about doing everything possible for the animal, public obligation, and client pressure. The reasons reported as most important included concern for providing the best possible care for the animal (extremely or very important: 526, 66.9%), and doing everything possible for the animal (extremely or very important: 348, 44.3%). Discomfort talking to clients about money, public obligation, and pressure from clients were not felt to be as important in determining discounts for veterinary products ( Table 1) .
Regardless of reason for discounting services, most veterinarians reported not tracking their discounted services: 590 (75.1%) said they do not track discounted services and only 185 (23.2%) said they do track discounted services (11 did not respond).
Discounting Products
When queried about discounting products, (n= 508), the majority 358 (70.5%) of veterinarians reported having full authority to discount, 62 (12.2%) had limited authority or required permission from a senior staff member, 59 (11.6%) did not have the ability to discount, but their clinic had discounting policies, and 29 (5.7%) had no ability to discount services.
When those who could discount were asked how frequently they discounted products (n=479, the largest number reported several times a year (182, 38.2%) or several times a month (14, 29.6%), yet 82 (17.2%) discounted several times a week, and 53 (11.1%) at least daily. Only 19 (4.0%) reported never discounting products. The average percent of discount (n = 435) was 15.13% (SD 12.27), median = 10%, mode = 10%.
Several factors related to discounting products were assessed for importance level similar to the factors for discounting services but with the addition of encouraging clients to try the product. Only participants who reported either having full or limited authority to determine product discounts were included in these analysis (n=420). The reasons felt to be most important were: concern for the best possible care of the animal (extremely or very important: 205, 48.8%), to encourage clients to try a product (extremely or very important: 150, 35.8%), and doing everything possible to make the animal feel better (extremely or very important: 142, 33.8%) ( Table 2) .
When asked if they track discounted products (n=420), 315 (75%) said they do not track discounted products, 78 (18.6%) said yes, and 27 (6.4%) did not answer. To further assess feelings related to finances, participants were asked to rate their comfort level talking with clients about costs (n= 984). Fifteen percent (n=151) reported feeling comfortable and enjoyed talking about costs, 50% of respondents (n=492) responded they feel comfortable with this topic but do not enjoy talking to clients about costs, and 15.6% (154) reported feeling uncomfortable talking about costs with clients.
Discount Frequency and Amount by Gender Age and Years in Practice
Chi Square was used to examine any differences based on gender, age, setting, and amount of time in practice on frequency, average amount, and reasons to discount. Due to the number of analyses, a more conservative significance level of p<.01 was used to determine statistical significance.
Only respondents who reported they had full authority to discount were included in the analysis (n=653). When these responses were analyzed, there were no significant differences in frequency or amount of discounted services based on age, gender, or years in practice. While the practice setting (rural, suburban, or urban) did not impact frequency of discounting, there was a significant difference in amount of discount with practices in rural settings (n=78), reporting the highest mean (15.32, SD 12.75), followed by suburban practices (n=299; mean = 14.28, SD 9.6); urban practices (n=138; Mean = 13.41, SD 10.5) and small town practices (n=121; 13.23, SD 10.96) (F = 3.885, p = 0.004). The prevalence of tracking discounted services was not different based on gender, age, or years in practice.
Chi Square was also used to detect differences based on gender, age, and amount of time in practice on frequency, average amount, and reasons to discount for those who reported full authority to discount products (n=358). Age, gender, and practice setting did not influence frequency or amount of discounted products. The frequency of discounting products was significantly different based on number of years in practice, with those in practice longer discounting more often (n= 358) ( Table 3 ) (Chi Square, 48.34, df 25, p = 0.003), but the amount of discount was not significantly different. The prevalence of tracking discounted products was not different based on gender, age, or years in practice.
Reasons to Discount
Participants were asked to identify the situations and types of individuals and animals for whom they provided discounted services. This analysis included only those who reported being fully or partly able to discount services (n=786).
The specific populations most commonly offered discounts included staff members (87.8%), professional colleagues (63.7%) and family members (60.9%). Rescue organizations were the most commonly discounted organization type (60.2%). Other top discount categories included: complications from surgery or other procedure performed (64.9%), rechecks on same problem (55.6%); multiple animal discounts for litters (52.7%); multiple animal discounts for physical exams (48.6%); and the provision of free exams for animals adopted from the local shelter (49.1%). Overall, the top reason for discounting was providing discounts for staff members; a practice done by the majority of participants ( Table 4) .
The remaining questions on the survey pertained to perceptions of cost and discounting in general. Therefore, all participants working in private practice were included in the analysis (n= 984).
Cost of Veterinary Services and Products
When veterinarians were asked about their perception of the cost of veterinary products and services, most respondents reported feeling that neither veterinary products (699; 71%) nor veterinary services (705; 71.6%) were too expensive for most people. Participants were also asked if they felt that clients expect discounted or free services or products. Less than one-half (432, 43.9%) reported feeling clients expect discounted services and 316 (32.1%) reported feeling clients expect free services. When asked about products, 339 (34.4%) felt clients expect discounted products and 163 (16.6%) felt clients expect free products ( Table 5 ).
In addition to asking respondents to report on the actual discounts they provide, participants were asked more generally to indicate their support for reasons a veterinarian might choose to discount. This question therefore included all participants, regardless of their personal ability to discount services or products. The types and reasons for discounts that were supported by most participating veterinarians included discounts for professional colleagues and Care Credit. Areas with the least support included coupons and discounts for multiple animals being vaccinated or examined at the same appointment ( Table 6 ).
DISCUSSION
Results from this study support the premise that most veterinarians are generous and want to do everything possible to care for animals. The majority of veterinarians who completed the survey indicated having the authority to discount services and products, and nearly all of these veterinarians reported discounting services, with over onethird of them discounting their services at least several times a week, by an average of 14.2%. The top reasons these veterinarians gave for discounting services were a concern for the best possible care of the animal and doing everything possible for the animal.
The frequency of discounting products was only slightly lower than that of services, with 28.3% of veterinarians reporting discounting products at least several times a week, at an average discount of 15.1%. The reasons for discounting products were the same as those for services. Concern for animal care and doing everything possible to make an animal feel better still were the most common reasons stated but reasons for discounting products also included the desire to encourage clients to try a product.
Regardless of the reasons given for discounting, however, most veterinarians reported not tracking their discounts. Only 18.6% reported tracking discounted products and 23.2% tracking discounted services. Approximately 75% of respondents indicated not tracking discounted services or products.
To determine if part of the reason behind discounting might be perceived client pressure, veterinarians were asked how important they felt client pressure to discount was in their decision. For both services and products, this reason was near the bottom of the list. Furthermore, when asked to indicate their comfort level talking to clients about money, most participants reported feeling comfortable, if not necessarily enjoying the topic.
The fact that veterinarians did not report perceived pressure from clients as an important factor in discounting was especially interesting given that many veterinarians reported feeling that clients expect free or discounted services and products. In fact, 43.9% felt that clients expect discounted services and 32.1% felt clients expect free services. These figures were only slightly lower for products, whereby 34.4% reported feeling clients expect discounted products and 16.2% that clients expect free products. In addition, most veterinarians reported feeling that neither veterinary services nor products are too expensive for most people. These factors suggest that veterinarians are not choosing to discount because of perceived pressure from clients or an overall discomfort talking about money. They are discounting for philanthropic or business management reasons.
When assessing any differences in discounting practices based on demographics, only minimal differences were found. Regardless of age, gender, geographical setting or years in practice, the amount and frequency of discounting was stable. In fact the only significant differences found were that veterinarians in practice longer reported discounting products slightly more frequently than those in practice fewer years, yet the amount of discount was the same. For services, the only difference was found in geographical setting, whereas veterinarians from rural settings reported the highest mean discount percentage followed by suburban; urban and small town. Although these differences were statistically significant, the amount of percentage differences was not substantial (2.09% between the largest and smallest percentage).
When participants were asked to report the situations and types of individuals and animals for whom they provided discounted services, the top reason for discounting was to provide discounts for staff members; a practice acknowledged by the majority of participants. This is similar to traditions in other areas, such as retail, where employees also receive discounts for shopping at a particular company. Other prominent groups benefitting from discounts include professional colleagues, family members, rescue organizations, and clients with complications from surgery or other procedures performed. Upon reviewing the responses to the 'other' category, two additional areas were mentioned by several respondents. These included discounting for clients with whom something besides surgery had gone wrong (e.g., waited too long, bad service, etc.) and veterinarians who wanted to try a new medical procedure, protocol or continue treatment to assess the impact on the patient's health.
Clearly, there are many reasons that veterinarians choose to provide discounts. While some reasons are clearly designed to increase business or be more competitive (i.e., coupons for discounted products or services, discounts to match product prices with online retailers or pharmacies, or to match prices offered by other veterinary practices), the driving force behind most discounts appears to be more philanthropic in nature.
Similar to other occupations, such as lawyers and other health care professionals, there appears to be an expectation from both the public and professionals themselves to offer some amount of pro-bono work [23] . The type of pro-bono work most often seen in veterinary medicine is an ad hoc, individual approach as opposed to an organized, systematic approach. This typically entails private practitioners providing pro-bono services on their own accord out of a sense of passion or duty. This is very similar to the type of ad hoc pro-bono work done by many lawyers [23] .
Like veterinarians, research suggests that lawyers provide pro-bono services for a variety of reasons, some because of personal values or desires to provide a public service, and others as a means to create or increase business [23] . Not surprisingly, it has also been shown that attorneys offer more pro-bono services when they feel they can afford to do so. A study of participation rates across the country found that states in which lawyers were more financially successful also had higher rates of lawyer participation in organized pro bono programs. It makes sense that higher profits permit lawyers to offer more pro-bono labor, meaning that clients in need benefit from financially successful practices. It seems natural to assume similar trends can be found in veterinary medicine; financially successful professionals have more to give. This ability to act philanthropically is increasingly important as clinics attempt to hire veterinarians from the millennium generation.
Philanthropic by nature [26] , it is suggested that millennium generation veterinarians will be more attracted to practices solvent enough to allow employees the opportunity to offer pro-bono or discounted services and this can actually be a successful recruitment tool for new employees. This premise is supported by the fact that law firms believe that they are able to attract and retain better talent because of probono opportunities [23] . It therefore follows that veterinarians who can run a successful practice offer benefits to all those involved.
It is clear that for successful practice owners and partners, competency in veterinary medicine is not enough; they must also be skilled in a number of non-clinical areas, not least of which is business acumen. Yet both graduates and employers have identified the difficulties faced by new graduates in the financial aspects of client communication and valuing their services enough to have the confidence to charge appropriately for them. These findings suggest that veterinary students are still not being adequately equipped with important career business skills [27] .
Unfortunately, business skills have long been neglected by the profession and when compared to medical knowledge are still often seen as low priorities by students and faculty [28, 29] . Despite data to support the expansion of both compulsory and elective veterinary business teaching, it is often difficult to convince students of the relevance of business skills training [27] . Many veterinary students do not place the same value on entrepreneurship and businessrelated education as employers and do not perceive it as a priority within their veterinary studies. This is in spite of the fact that both the KPMG and Brakke studies recommended several key business and management behaviors and suggested the need for veterinary schools to incorporate these business training strategies into their curricula [30] . Many key business practices identified by the 1998 Brakke study have yet to be widely implemented. It does not help that recent graduates have been shown to rate themselves significantly more proficient than employers considered them to be in financial aspects of a practice and communicating with clients about money [30] .
This poses a number of challenges for educators in terms of: seeking to integrate entrepreneurship and business-related topics within already crowded programs of study, determining relevant content and delivery methods, and designing appropriate assessment methods [27] . It is clear that a successful veterinary practice requires a unique combination of medical competence and other professional skills including empathy, communication skills, and business and management skills. The disconnect between faculty perspectives and employer or alumni needs regarding business and leadership skills is striking, especially given the fact that business, management, and marketing skills are desired by many employers of veterinarians [31, 32] .
It has been suggested, that just as veterinary medicine has changed in other areas, the profession must continue to evolve in the area of veterinary business and management education. Fortunately, the number of those who argue that training veterinarians in business skills should not be part of veterinary curricula is diminishing. Most schools now feel the profession can no longer overlook the importance of business skills [33] .
To help address this concern, The North American Veterinary Medical Education Consortium recently included professional and personal business and financial knowledge as core graduate competencies. [34] As a result, a number of schools have incorporated business skills training as part of a wider program of professional skills training in their curricula [35] [36] [37] . Options for this training include joint degrees in veterinary medicine and business administration [DVM/MBA] [38] or Business Certificates offered with support from the VBMA club [37, 39] .
The VBMA, with widespread support in both US and United Kingdom veterinary schools has two levels of a National VBMA Business Certificate Program [37, 39] . Chapter officers at each school are able to determine which levels are offered, based on the total number of hours completed. A silver certificate includes 16 hours of education and a gold certificate includes 32 hours. The courses cover four broad categories including: business finance; business operations, management, and ownership; business leadership skills; and career and personal development [40] . VBMA recommends the Business Certificate Program as an opportunity for students to become more knowledgeable about the business aspects of veterinary medicine without the added expense of an additional degree [40] .
Unfortunately, despite the fact that most US veterinary schools have been offering practice management courses for many years [30] and many have VBMA Business Certificate Programs, there appears to be low adoption levels of widely accepted best-practice business models [41] . The fact that approximately 75% of respondents in the current study indicated they do not track discounted or free services or products provide evidence of this challenge. Perhaps even more suggestive of the need for further change is the fact that this percentage does not change based on respondents' age or years in practice, implying that the increased business training in veterinary curricula is still not meeting the needs of the profession. Therefore, even with the challenges of an over-full curriculum, it appears that exploring additional ways to support the future success of veterinary graduates, in addition to debt and loan knowledge, are the topics of practice management and business skills. Veterinarians care about the wellbeing of their patients and this study suggests one area in which they demonstrate this caring is through discounted services and products offered to many segments of the population. Providing training to help guide these philanthropic individuals on best business practices is critical to supporting their financial security and thereby the future of the small animal practitioner. Far from an area to be delegated to the back corner of veterinary curricula, it is suggested that schools take another look at what else they can do to address this critical issue.
